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On Oct. 28, a California judge threw out a lawsuit by former Panamanian dictator Manuel Noriega
(1983-1989) that accused Activision Blizzard Inc., creators of the Call of Duty: Black Ops II video
game, of unlawfully exploiting his image.
Documents published by Courthouse News indicate that the lawsuit was filed over "blatant misuse,
unlawful exploitation, and misappropriation for economic gain" of Noriega’s depiction in the Call
of Duty: Black Ops II video game. The lawsuit was filed by Girardi & Keese law firm on behalf of
Noriega, who is serving a 20-year prison sentence in Panama (NotiCen, Dec. 8, 2011).
Noriega is depicted as a character that initially aids the protagonists but eventually betrays them
and winds up being hunted down, a story that resembles the former dictator’s historical role. In the
game he was referred to as "pineapple face," as Noriega is commonly nicknamed in Panama.
The video game also includes historical footage and a number of real-life characters such as Oliver
North. However, North did his own voiceover for the game and acted as an advisor, whereas
Noriega wasn’t consulted or compensated for the use of his likeness, said his counsel. Former CIA
director Gen. David Petraeus is also depicted in the game as secretary of defense in 2025.
Noriega’s counsel argues that his portrayal "as a kidnapper, murderer, and enemy of the state" in
the video game, which was released in 2012 and raked in over US$1 billion in sales during its first
months on the market, damaged his reputation. The lawsuit claims that Activision used his image
and name to make huge profits, which means he ought to be entitled to likeness rights.
"The plaintiff was portrayed as an antagonist, as the culprit of numerous fictional heinous crimes,
creating the false impression that defendants are authorized to use the plaintiff’s image and
likeness," said the lawsuit.
In his court papers, Noriega says he discovered his Call of Duty cameo when his grandchildren
played the game and asked him why it wanted them to capture his character.
Activision was defended by Rudy Giuliani, the former mayor of New York City who now works for
the Bracewell & Giuliani law firm. "What’s astonishing is that Manuel Noriega, a notorious dictator
who is in prison for the heinous crimes he committed, is upset about being portrayed as a criminal
and enemy of the state in the game Call of Duty. Quite simply, it’s absurd," he told CNN. "This is a
notorious dictator who’s attacking the freedom-of-speech rights of an American company".
Giuliani also branded Noriega’s lawsuit as "an assault on a whole art form: historical fiction" and
compared it to former al Qaeda leader Osama bin Laden’s family suing the creators of the Zero Dark
Thirty game.
Giuliani said Noriega’s lawsuit could gag the creators of video games, movies, TV shows, books, and
other media that include real-life historical figures in works of fiction.
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"Noriega’s claims are audacious. If credited, they would give numerous historical and political
figures—as well as their heirs—a veto right over their appearance in imaginative works of art set in
historical contexts," reads Activision’s brief.
In the end, the court concluded that "the marketability and economic value of the challenged work
in this case comes not from Noriega but from the creativity, skill, and reputation of defendants."
As well as because he is in prison, Noriega’s lawsuit was damaged because he is not a US citizen or
even a US resident.
"This was an absurd lawsuit from the very beginning and we’re gratified that in the end, a notorious
criminal didn’t win," said Giuliani in a statement.

From the CIA’s payroll to a prison cell
Noriega worked with the US Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) from the late 1950s until the 1980s.
While he was on the CIA’s payroll, he extended new rights to the US and allowed the US to set up
listening posts in Panama. He also aided the US backed contra guerrillas in Nicaragua by acting as a
conduit for US money and, according to some accounts, weapons (NotiCen, May 20, 1988, and April
14, 1989).
In 1988, grand juries in Tampa and Miami indicted Noriega on US federal drug charges. The 1988
Senate Subcommittee on Terrorism, Narcotics and International Operations branded the Noriega
saga as "one of the most serious foreign policy failures for the United States" and stated that
Noriega had "manipulated US foreign policy toward his country while skillfully accumulating nearabsolute power in Panama."
The subcommittee said the CIA turned a blind eye to Noriega’s corruption and drug dealing as he
gradually became a major player acting on behalf of Colombia’s Medellin cartel, run by notorious
kingpin Pablo Escobar.
It was during this investigation during the 1980s that Giuliani and Noriega first crossed paths. When
Giuliani was serving as Manhattan US attorney, the Justice Department was investigating Noriega’s
ties to drug cartels.
When Giuliani joined White & Case law firm in 1989, it’s work for the Panamanian government
became a campaign issue. At the time, Giuliani said he hadn’t been aware that the firm had acted as
a foreign agent for the Panamanian government. The firm that year said it would sever ties with the
government as long as it was controlled by Noriega.
During the 1989 invasion of Panama by the US (NotiCen, Jan. 10, 1990), Noriega was removed from
power, detained as a prisoner of war, and flown to the US where he was tried on eight counts of
drug trafficking, racketeering, and money laundering in April 1992.
After his prison sentence ended in September 2007, Noriega was extradited to France in 2010, where
he was found guilty of money laundering and given a seven year prison sentence. In September
2011, he was extradited to serve 20 years in Panama (NotiCen, Dec. 8, 2011).
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